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summed up a parallel that many 
health officials and journalists had 
noted: “Disturbing echoes of the great 
1918 flu pandemic.”
“The main danger of a new flu virus 
emerging from pigs is that it would not 
be recognised by the human immune 
system and so would result in severe 
infections that could quickly spread 
from one person to another,” The 
Independent noted. And there was no 
denying that we were possibly headed 
in that direction.
Less often noted was that, in 1918, 
the disease was spread in part through 
the appalling conditions of World War I. 
Also too often left unsaid was that, 
since 1918, we have invented not only 
antibiotics and effective flu vaccines, 
but antiviral drugs, intensive care, and 
some notion of how to slow the pace 
of an epidemic.
Newsweek magazine showed a 
pig-snout on its cover to illustrate 
“Fear & The Flu — The New Age of 
Pandemics.” That article pondered 
the hazards of factory farming and 
concluded ominously, “if we don’t do 
something about it, this ecology will 
one day spawn a severe epidemic that 
will dwarf that of 1918.” That’s quite 
possibly true in terms of a global body 
count — considering that so much 
of the world lacks access to decent 
medicine — but far less likely to be 
the case for the relatively affluent 
readers of Newsweek.
And speaking of pig snouts, one of 
the most curious sub-plots revolved 
around the name of the disease. After 
pig farmers complained that “swine 
flu” was besmirching their livelihood 
and scaring people away from their 
wares, the medical Powers That Be 
made the rather dubious decision 
to rename the potential pandemic 
strain ‘2009 H1N1’. That’s a ridiculous 
moniker, considering that one of the 
prime strains of flu that’s already in 
wide circulation is also called H1N1, 
so now we have two strains named 
H1N1 to keep straight (nobody 
bothered with the 2009 part of the 
name — too much baggage).
Other attempted names died 
quickly. “Government officials in 
Thailand, one of the world’s largest 
meat exporters, have started referring 
to the disease as ‘Mexican flu’,” the 
New York Times reported. “An Israeli 
deputy health minister — an ultra-
Orthodox Jew — said his country 
would do the same, to keep Jews 
from having to say the word ‘swine’. 
However, his call seemed to have 
been largely ignored.”
(I suggested, in jest, that my 
network call it ‘the other white virus’, 
in deference to the industry’s slogan 
that pork is ‘the other white meat’.) 
National Public Radio, the Los Angeles 
Times and many other media continued 
to refer to the disease as ‘swine flu’, 
despite some official grumblings.
It is true that the ‘swine’ label 
may have helped stir some of the 
anxiety over what as of this writing 
appears to be a more ordinary flu. 
It’s an emotionally laden word. 
“Swine,” the New Yorker magazine 
noted, “encompasses, in a single 
syllable, decades of greed and 
entitlement. In darker psyches, the 
thought lurked: was the pandemic 
some sort of cosmic comeuppance for 
our collective swinishness, a funk for 
our profligate times?”
The name ‘H1N1’ persists. It is not 
only commercially correct, it seems 
much more clinical, emotionally 
detached, and aseptic. Come to think 
of it, H1N1 sounds like the kind of 
ailment that would afflict not a human, 
but maybe R2D2.
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Flu concerns Occurrences of bird flu in people across Asia in recent years hit the 
headlines and added to the worries 
that a new pandemic is overdue. So 
the appearance of swine influenza in 
Mexico has caused alarm bells to ring. 
Swine flu is caused by type A influenza 
virus that regularly causes outbreaks 
in pigs. Swine flu viruses cause high Alert: Mexican police last month wear face masks in the face of the swine flu outbreak.  (Photo: 
Getty/Luis Acosta.)
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R389levels of illness but low death rates 
in pigs. These viruses may circulate 
among pigs throughout the year, but 
most outbreaks occur during the 
autumn and winter months, similar to 
flu outbreaks in humans. The classical 
swine flu virus (an H1N1 virus) was first 
isolated from a pig in 1930.
Like all influenza viruses, swine 
flu viruses change constantly. Pigs 
can be infected by avian influenza 
and human influenza viruses. When 
influenza viruses from different species 
infect pigs, the viruses can reassort 
and swap genes and new strains that 
are a mix of human, swine and avian 
influenza can emerge. It’s this potential 
mix that alarms public health bodies.
Over the years, different variations 
of swine flu have emerged — there are 
now four main type A subtypes that 
have been found in pigs: H1N1, H1N2, 
H3N2 and H3N1. But the most recent 
outbreak linked to Mexico has been 
H1N1.
Swine flu viruses do not normally 
infect humans; however, sporadic 
infections with swine flu have 
occurred. Most commonly, these 
occur in people with direct exposure 
to pigs. In addition, there have been On April 14, Germany’s federal 
minister for agriculture, Ilse Aigner, 
stopped this year’s crop of genetically 
modified (GM) maize by withdrawing 
the licence for Monsanto’s seed 
MON810, following weeks of rumbling 
within her party, the Bavarian CSU 
(see Curr. Biol. 19, R267). Immediately, 
trouble emerged. On the same day, 
Aigner’s cabinet colleague, research 
minister Annette Schavan, released 
a statement saying she regretted 
the decision and emphasized 
that research in agricultural gene 
technology would continue. The 
weekly news magazine Der Spiegel 
ran a feature suggesting that Aigner 
was only a puppet operated by CSU 
boss Horst Seehofer and wouldn’t 
survive in cabinet for long. 
GM crops have become a focus of 
controversy in Germany, as Monsanto 
takes the country to court over 
MON810. Michael Gross reports.
Germany’s GM 
troublesdocumented cases of one person 
spreading swine flu to other people 
before the present outbreak. An 
outbreak of apparent swine flu in 
Wisconsin in 1988 resulted in multiple 
human infections and, although 
no community outbreak resulted, 
there was antibody evidence of 
viral transmission from patients to 
health- care workers that had been in 
contact with the patients.
Studies have shown that the 
swine flu H1N1 is common 
throughout pig populations 
worldwide, with 25 per cent 
of animals showing antibody 
evidence of infection
Previously, in 1976, there was an 
outbreak of swine flu amongst soldiers 
at Fort Dix, New Jersey. The virus 
caused disease, with x-ray evidence of 
pneumonia in at least four soldiers, and 
one death — all of these soldiers had 
previously been healthy. The virus was 
transmitted to close contacts during Since then, Schavan has tried to 
shift the debate into her own playing 
field by announcing a ‘round table’ 
discussion between all parties 
concerned for 20 May. In a further 
snub to the minister of agriculture, 
she emphasized the excellent 
collaboration of her own ministry 
with the farmers’ organisation DBV 
(Deutscher Bauernverband). However, 
the left-leaning daily Tageszeitung 
complained that Schavan’s round 
table would only be semi-circular, as 
the environmental groups had not 
been invited. 
Just over a week after the 
decision, Monsanto handed in a 
fast-track lawsuit against the federal 
government at the district court at 
Braunschweig. The company claimed 
that “the studies that minister Aigner 
references do not present any new 
evidence of safety concerns that 
have not already been reviewed by 
competent regulatory authorities who 
have all confirmed the safety of the 
plants in question.”
It appears that Monsanto hopes that 
the legal challenge can overturn the basic training, with limited transmission 
outside the training group. The virus 
is thought to have circulated for 
about a month and then disappeared. 
The source of the virus, the time of 
introduction into Fort Dix, and factors 
limiting its spread are unknown.
H1N1 and H3N2 swine flu viruses 
are endemic among pig populations 
in the US and something that the 
industry deals with routinely. Studies 
have shown that the swine flu 
H1N1 is common throughout pig 
populations worldwide, with 25 per 
cent of animals showing antibody 
evidence of infection. In the US, 
studies have shown that 30 per cent 
of the pig population has antibody 
evidence of H1N1 infection but, in the 
north- central US, this figure rises  
to 51 per cent of pigs.
While H1N1 swine viruses have 
been known to circulate among pig 
populations since at least 1930, 
H3N2 influenza viruses did not begin 
circulating in US pigs until 1988. The 
H3N2 viruses initially were introduced 
into the pig population from humans. 
The current swine flu H3N2 viruses 
are closely related to human H3N2 
viruses.ban before the end of May, just in the 
nick of time to save this year’s modest 
crop of MON810. Aigner’s ministry 
stated: “We have taken note of this 
lawsuit, which is no surprise,” but 
declined to comment further. 
Less than a week later, Aigner 
surprised her critics again, by issuing 
a licence for a small field study 
involving GM potatoes, to be carried 
out by the company BASF. While the 
company had to reduce the size of 
its study and increase its security 
measures, the decision comes as 
a helpful reminder that research is 
allowed to continue, and that Aigner 
can make her own decisions, and isn’t 
necessarily Seehofer’s puppet. 
With the ongoing lawsuit and 
the bitter dispute between the 
‘sister parties’ — Seehofer’s CSU 
and Merkel’s CDU — within the 
government preparing for a general 
election, the German GM wars are set 
to continue for a while. 
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